Introduction
The phase of crucial importance in most product development projects is the front end, often called "Fuzzy Front End" (Koen et al., 2001; Kim and Wilemon, 2002) . Here the decision is made which projects will get resources and which ones won't. Additionally, several studies indicate that a major part of the product-development costs heavily depend on the decisions taken in the front end (Herstatt and Verworn, 2003) .
A key activity of the front-end work is to develop ideas for new products and generate product concepts. Hence the front end of product development requires creative work. A new and creative solution usually results from the combination of pieces of knowledge that have not been connected before (Geschka, 1992; Geschka et al., 1994; Hargadon, 2002) . One promising avenue to create new combinations of knowledge is the use of analogies. As a basis for developing something new, one has to access one's own knowledge pool and other sources of knowledge. Accessing this knowledge and transferring it to the new solution usually requires the use of analogies -although this is not always obvious for the creative person. An analogy between two objects exists if these are similar to each other in some aspects -that is similar appearance, similar function or similar structures -and are at the same time different in some other aspects.
A key problem in using analogies for product development is to find relevant analogies early in the process. First, analogies can only be accessed if relevant knowledge of the different knowledge domains is available to the innovating person or group. Second, even if relevant knowledge is available, several factors can impede realizing the relevance of that knowledge in the current context. For example, learning is contextual, meaning that acquired knowledge is linked to the situation and meaning
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in which it is learned (Gick and Holyoak, 1980; Holyoak and Thagard, 1995; Schild et al., 2004) .
The question arises as to which factors foster the use of analogies in product development. First, it seems to be important to have access to diverse knowledge domains. Additionally, some practice in combining knowledge from diverse sources can have a positive effect. Furthermore, open-mindedness can foster looking in different domains even though obvious similarities between the domains are rare. According to Hargadon (Hargadon, 2002 (Hargadon, , 2003 certain companies, so-called "knowledge brokers," are in a special position to use analogies better than others. These companies are familiar with a wide range of knowledge domains and are therefore able to transfer a solution from one domain to another. Their unique position in a network enables them to take advantage of so-called structural holes. Structural holes describe the separation between nonredundant contacts (Burt, 1992) . For example, there is usually no contact between the individual manufacturers of sport shoes and medical devices. This structural hole was used by Design Continuum, a full-service product design firm, while developing the Reebok Pump sport shoe. They put an inflatable splint in the shoe and used a medical IV bag as the air bladder (Hargadon, 2003) . This shows how bridging such a structural hole and transferring knowledge between formerly separated domains can lead to innovative solutions. Knowledge brokering can be conducted by consulting companies, design agencies, and product-development companies working for clients in diverse industries.
So far, the role of knowledge brokers in the context of product development has been explored based on a limited number of case studies (Hargadon and Sutton, 1997; Hargadon, 2002) . With this research we want to enlarge this empirical basis and develop a richer understanding of the processes and the actors behind the use of analogies in product development. Specifically the present study aims to answer the following questions:
Which purpose does the use of analogies serve in product-development projects? How do knowledge brokers ensure the access to diverse knowledge domains in order to find analogous solution approaches?
Our results indicate that analogies fulfil a greater variety of functions than usually considered in the relevant literature. For instance, analogies are not exclusively used to develop truly new products or solution strategies, but are also an important means to increase the efficiency of the innovation process. Besides, our results show that the combination of knowledge from diverse sources is primarily based on existing experience and knowledge of the persons participating in such projects. Therefore, the team configuration is a key (limiting) factor for companies tackling the development of
